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Introduction

The Alcova Field Guide is an outgrowth of a Field
Science course that was started by Dana P. Van Burgh,
Jr. and Beecher E. Strube in 1963. High school students
that had been on Field Science trips came back later
and told about taking their family to Alcova but asked if
they had told the story correctly. The original idea for the
field guide was to have a few annotated photographs and
descriptions of geologic, biologic, and historic interest.
This gradually evolved into the original 60-page First
Edition of the Alcova Field Guide compiled by Peggy

Knittel that was published in 1974. A companion
volume, A Field Guide to the Casper Mountain Area,
was published in 1978. Terry Logue joined Van Burgh
and Strube in 1973 and together they have introduced
thousands of students and teachers to the geology,
biology, and history of the Casper area. Field Science
is taught on a school bus as students bounce around the
many environments and stop to examine the geologic
features and historical sites to gain firsthand knowledge
of the Casper area.

What this is, and how to use it

This field guide has been prepared to aid readers
in understanding and appreciating the Alcova area. It
includes information on the geology, natural history,
plant and animal life, and cultural history of the vicinity.
Visitors often wonder why some of the rocks around
Alcova are red, or what is the name of the abundant
yellow flowers along the road, or how workers managed
to construct Pathfinder Dam with the crude equipment
available in the early 1900s. This guide will start the
user toward answering those questions and others.

The field guide covers a route that encircles Alcova
Reservoir, beginning and ending at Sloane’s Store.
Information is arranged in “road log” form with mileage
starting from zero at the store. From there, the route
goes past Alcova Dam and along the eastern side of
Alcova Reservoir; crosses the Platte River and proceeds
west to Pathfinder Dam; from there to State Highway
220; along Highway 220 to Lake Shore Drive; follows
Lake Shore Drive to Alcova Boat Club and Fremont
Canyon and returns to Highway 220; and finally covers
the section from Lake Shore Drive/Highway 220
junction to Sloane’s store.

The guide is written as a self-guiding tour, allowing
users to set their own pace and concentrate on their
own interests. Each of the six sections described above
is color-coded to the route map (Figure 1) and the
complete tour covers a distance of 36.7 miles. For those
with access to a boat, this guide includes a boater’s tour
of Fremont Canyon with 10 described locations.

Useful reference items included in this guide are
the stratigraphic column, cross sections, geologic map,
air photograph, satellite image, and glossary of geologic
terms (Appendix A). The stratigraphic column and
cross sections are located on the foldout in front of this
publication; the geologic map, air photograph, and
satellite image are located on the foldout in back of this
publication. The map and stratigraphic column on the
foldout pages can be unfolded so they may be referred
to continuously while using this guide. These foldouts
will help clarify the geologic story and assist the reader
in visualizing what is seen on the ground and in the
photographs.

Because this field guide is designed for use by
people traveling by car, only the most conspicuous
plants, birds, and mammals common to the area are
included. For sake of completeness, the most common
fish in Alcova Reservoir (a popular fishing area) are
also included. Photographs of the main animal species
(excluding insects) are provided throughout the text;
a brief description and other characteristics of the
species are given in Appendix B. Descriptions of the
fish species were derived from the detailed descriptions
given in Baxter and Stone, 1995. An Index to the plant
and animal species is provided on page 82 and is cross-
referenced to the page numbers where the species are
described in the text. Thisindex is by no means complete
or exhaustive. Common names and species names are
those presently used by the Wyoming Game and Fish
Department. Contact that agency for information on
wildlife and hunting and fishing.



Wyoming State Geological Survey

SLOANE'S ffaztsvun.s
y 1.8 STOR ,
ighway 220 R0ad log o= = GRAY REEF
Y Page 57 ; RESERVOIR
= ALCOVA il .
Road log “D o 1 mi.
page 47 N\
SYcapins
S a okiE 55
3 N CH <
® BOAT S~
S G S
Q| & \
& 4 I )‘
e 4 BLACK
SL WATER SKI \ BEACH
s o o CLUB \) COTTONWOOD .
] T R ;o PICNIC AREA o
= %
LR AP e?’
3 O
= ¢
HoP 1 5
A, v
BiSHO %, 2
"o’) R n
w2 SEDIMENTARY
R ROCKS—GRANITE ©\ATURAL BRIDGE
) CONTACT &
* Y Q§9 DEVONIAN—
& (D PRECAMBRIAN
CONTACT
FREMONT
Road log “B” POWER
Z page 30 PLANT Q) ! Scale
P . N 1 Mile
[} S A \
To Kortes and
DAM Seminoe dams

@ Circled numbers are locations for the boat log (p. 59).

Figure 1. Index map of the field trip. Road log colors in this

map correspond to the colors on the left edge of each page

throughout this publication. Number below each road log designation indicates page in this guide where that road log

begins.

Road logs

A road log is designed to allow use of a vehicle’s
odometer, prominent landmarks, and highway mileage
signs to locate the features described. The number
farthest to the left is an item number for a feature
described in the text. This provides a quick reference
or cross reference later in the text. The number to
the right of the item number is the interval between
points on the road log. The cumulative mileage from
the starting point is in parentheses after the interval. For

example, item number 5 (page 9) should be read after
traveling 0.6 miles from the starting point. Although
these mileages are relatively accurate, your mileage may
vary depending on your vehicle’s odometer. In this way,
material is read in correlation with what is seen. For
users who wish to travel the route or route segments in
reverse, simply recalculate using the mileage intervals
between points on the road log.
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(miles) (miles)
Road Log A: Alcova (Sloare's Store] to Fremont Tunel
0.0 (0.0 Set your vehicle’s trip odometer to 0.0

at Sloane’s Store to start the road log.
Sloane’s Store (Figure 2) is at the intersection
of County Road 407 and Highway 220. The
store was first known as Sloane’s Company
Store, located in the old Alcova Mercantile.

Bobcat—Wyoming Game and Fish Department, 1994

X ¥ - 4 Ty ; |
B e L N

he beginning of the trip. Photograph by JRM,

Figure 2.Sloane’s Store is t
August, 2004.

Mr. Sloane moved the store to its first separate location half a mile north of the
present store and then to its present location when the highway was moved. Although
there have been a number of different storeowners through the years, Sloane’s Store
has been in continuous operation since 1918. It is more than just a convenience store/
gas station, carrying everything from aspirin to fishing licenses and offering the fishing
report and the weather report along with the local gossip not to mention their famous
ice cream cones.

‘1.} The first annotated photograph (Figure 3) in this guide uses names to identify the rock
formations. The rocks in this photograph are likely the most noticeable in the area.
The red cliff is formally named the Red Peak Member of the Chugwater Formation.
Commonly this unit is called the Chugwater Formation, and therefore will be referred
to as such throughout this guide.
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Figure 3.View northwest from Sloane’s Store of red cliffs (Chugwater) capped by Alcova Limestone. Arrows indicate road grade of U.S.Highway 220.
Photograph by JRM, August, 2004.
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The red color of the Chugwater indicates
it probably formed in a tidal-flat-type
environment where the water was shallow.
Iron minerals in the shales, siltstones, and
sandstones deposited under these conditions
were exposed to oxidation (or rusting), which
caused the pervasive red color.

Cliff swallows—Wyoming Game and Fish

Department, August, 1981

The gray Alcova Limestone (formally
named the Alcova Limestone Member of the Chugwater Formation) rests on the
Chugwater. Formation of limestone requires deeper (but still relatively shallow) water. Its
presence indicates that a sea moved into the area, probably from the west. Limestone in
the arid West is usually quite resistant to erosion, and where less resistant rocks underlie
and overlie it, the limestone stands out in bold relief, forming ridges or hogbacks, as the
Alcova does here.

The perspective of the photograph causes part of the Morrison and Lakota
formations to appear as though they rest on top of the Alcova. Actually, they are on
a separate ridge and, though hidden from view by the Alcova ridge, the Jelm and the
Sundance formations are also present. Each of these rock types will be discussed as a
closer look becomes possible.

{ 2. } The Alcova tour begins on the site of a town that, over a century ago, many thought
would be one of the biggest tourist attractions in the west. The 1891 Natrona Tribune
reported that big plans existed for the little town of Alcova. The men who formed
“T'he Alcova Hot Springs Company” had visions of this scenic spot becoming one of
the greatest health resorts in the west. The hot springs (Figure 4) where the dam is now
located, were purchased by a large eastern syndicate and land was secured for the town
site. The name “Alcova” was reportedly derived from the “nest of coves” where the hot
springs were located in the canyon east of the town; however, the name may have been
derived from “alcove” which is the architectural term for an arched opening in a wall.

Streets for the new town were laid out and plans were drawn up for the buildings
that were to line the streets. The company announced that they would be establishing

Figure 4 (right). Hot springs in Alcova Canyon,
circa 1894. Photograph by W.C. Knight,
courtesy S.H. Knight Collection, American
Heritage Center, University of Wyoming (used
with permission).
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a daily stage line from Casper as soon as the resort was ready for operation. Promoters
even speculated about putting in a railroad line, and a fleet of small steamers and
sailboats to navigate the Platte River between Casper and Alcova.

Advertised as possessing wonderful medical qualities, the water of the springs
was heralded as beneficial in chronic diseases such as rheumatism, gout, joint stiffness,
and so forth. For this reason, the baths were expected to draw thousands of visitors.
Construction of hotels and bathing accommodations was to be on a large enough scale
to meet the needs of such crowds.

Unfortunately, the company encountered financial difficulties and the work that
had barely started was suspended. Living on dreams, the developers continued to sell
lots, and in 1898, attempts were again made to realize their plans. New pamphlets were
issued which described the positive aspects of the area: “Nature with generous care
having provided hot springs, climate, scenery, and raw materials sufficient to build a city
that will be an honor to her majesty awaits the magic and charm that will improve with
modern facilities her wondrous work for the healing of mankind.”

The dreams of the health spa advocates were not realized and the Alcova area
showed little development. The town of Alcova was established, however, as a stage
stop (Figure 5) and settlement (Figure 6) between Muddy Gap and Casper. It soon
had a school, post office, general store, and offered a substantial all-season bridge over
the Platte River (Figures 7 to 10). Alcova did not show much growth until the early
1930s when the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation (USBR) began construction of Alcova
Dam. At that time, Alcova became a “boom town” construction camp (Figures 11

and 12).

Figure 5 (left). Casper-Alcova stage stopped in front of Alcova Post
Office, circa 1912.

Figure 6 (right). Early photograph of Alcova
townsite, circa early 1900s; arrow points
to Post Office. Photograph from American
Heritage Center, University of Wyoming (used
with permission).
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